
The Korean War 

     At the end of the Second World War, Korea, which had been ruled by Japan since 1910, was 

divided between the United States and Soviet Russia along the 38
th

 Parallel.  In 1948 the North 

established a Communist government, and tensions on the peninsula escalated, resulting in minor 

armed engagements along the border.  Although negotiations for reunification were ongoing, war 

broke out on June 25, 1950, when North Korean forces invaded the South.  To repel the attack, 

the United States and ten countries representing the United Nations rushed to the aid of the South 

Korean forces, comprising the first world army under the unified command of General Douglas 

MacArthur.  By early September, the North Koreans had captured the South Korean capital of 

Seoul, and had pushed the allies back to a defensive perimeter around the port of Pusan.   

     On September 15, after a build-up of American and allied forces, General MacArthur 

executed a counter-attack against the North with an amphibious landing on the west coast at 

Inchon Harbor near Seoul.  At the same time the troops in the Pusan rectangle moved north and 

South Korean troops landed on the east coast and marched inland.  The surprise attack so 

devastated the enemy that their resistance collapsed and their armies fled.  Seoul was recaptured 

on the 26
th

 and South Korean and UN troops not only pushed the Communists back across the 

38
th

 Parallel, but moved rapidly forward capturing the North Korean capital of Pyongyang, and 

by late October they had advanced deep into the North. 

     The allied thrust, however, occasioned the Chinese Communists to come to the aid of the 

North Koreans.  Despite an offensive by the American Eighth Army on November 24, by the end 

of 1950 the overwhelming Chinese forces had driven the allies back to a defensive position 

between Seoul and the 38
th

 Parallel.  Fierce fighting characterized the winter and spring of 1951, 

and although the allied forces eventually gained the upper hand, by the first anniversary of the 

war the conflict had become a stalemate.  

     One of the most controversial incidents of the war was President Truman’s firing of General 

MacArthur.  In an effort to bring the Korean conflict to a swift end, MacArthur favored an all-

out war with Communist China.  Truman believed that such a course would bring the Soviets 

into the war on the side of the Chinese, precipitating a Third World War, and rejected 

MacArthur’s plan.  MacArthur continued to publicly disagree with Truman’s goal of fighting a 

limited war, and on April 11, 1951, he was relieved and was replaced by General Matthew 

Ridgway as commander of all UN forces.    

     Armistice discussions began in July at Panmunjom although intermittent fighting continued to 

drag on for another two years.  The bloody conflict came to an end on June 27, 1953, when a 

truce was finally signed.  It is estimated that 10,500 Tennesseans served in the Korean War.   
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